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ML CHI E IL QUALE" 

Ernest H. Wilkins 

Lines 11-18 of the second canto of the Inferno are as follows: 

Tu dici che di Silvio lo parente, 
Corruttibile ancora, ad immortale 
Secolo ando, e fu sensibilmente. 

Per6 se 1' avversario d' ogni male 
Cortese i fu, pensando 1' alto effetto 
Che uscir dovea di lui, e il chi e il quale, 

Non pare indegno ad uomo d' intelletto. 1 

Of the commentators who discuss the words " il chi e il quale " all 
except Passerini and Grandgent, I believe, regard these words as indi- 
cating the quiddity and the quality of the " effetto." As to just what 
quiddity and just what quality are meant there is much difference of 
opinion. 

Passerini has the following note : 

e il chi, e il quale : " quis et qualis." II fondatore di Roma e 1' autorita 
imperiale. 2 

Grandgent has the following note : 

// chi e il quale {quis et qualis), % who and what he was ' : Father ^Eneas, 
founder of Rome. 

Passerini and Grandgent then agree in applying " il chi e il quale " to 
^neas, not to the " effetto." They take the sense as being : " pensando 
(1) P alto effetto ch' uscir dovea di lui, (2) chi fu, e (3) quale fa" 

That they are right in applying the phrase to ^Eneas, and that the 
words have a connotation different from and more definite than that sug- 
gested in their notes, appears on consideration of the third chapter of 
the second book of the De Monarchia. In that chapter Dante, in order 

1 I quote from the edition of C. H. Grandgent, Boston, 191 1. 

2 Edition of G. L. Passerini, Florence, 1897. 
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to prove the nobility of the Roman people, asserts and proves the 
nobility of ^Eneas, the father of the Roman people. Lines 35-60 are 
as follows : 

Qui quidem invictissimus atque piissimus pater, quantae nobilitatis vir fuerit, 
non solum sua considerata virtute, sed progenitorum suorum atque uxorum, 
quorum utrorumque nobilitas hereditario iure in ipsum confluxit, explicare 
nequirem, sed summa sequar vestigia rerum. 

Quantum ergo ad propriam eius nobilitatem, audiendus est Poeta noster, 
introducens in primo Ilioneum orantem sic : 

x Rex erat Aeneas nobis, quo iustior alter 
Nee pietate fuit, nee bello maior et armis.' 
Audiendus est idem in sexto, qui quum de Miseno mortuo loqueretur, qui 
fuerat Hectoris minister in bello, et post mortem Hectoris, Aeneae ministrum 
se dederat, dicit ipsum Misenum ' non inferiora sequutum,' comparationem 
faciens de Aenea ad Hectorem, quern prae omnibus Homerus glorificat, ut 
refert Philosophus in iis quae de moribus fugiendis ad Nicomachum. 

Quantum vero ad hereditariam, quaelibet pars tripartiti orbis tarn avis quam 
coniugibus ilium nobilitasse invenitur. 1 

In the first of the three paragraphs quoted, Dante asserts that ^Eneas 
possessed a double nobility : a nobility proper to himself, and a nobility 
of inheritance, derived from ancestors and wives. In the second para- 
graph Dante proves that ^Eneas possessed a nobility proper to himself, 
alleging the qualities of justice and prowess ascribed to him by Virgil, 
together with VirgiPs statement that ^Eneas was not inferior to Hector. 

In the rest of the chapter Dante proves that ^Eneas possessed a 
nobility of inheritance, the inheritance being itself double — through an- 
cestors and through wives. Each type of inheritance came to ^Eneas 
from each of the three continents. As to ancestors, Asia ennobled him 
through the more recent, such as Assaracus and others who ruled 
Phrygia ; Africa through Electra and Atlas ; and Europe through Dar- 
danus. As to wives, Asia ennobled him through Creusa ; Africa through 
Dido ; and Europe through Lavinia. 

The chapter ends as follows : 

His itaque ad evidentiam subadsumptae praenotatis, cui non satis persuasum 
est, Romani populi patrem, et per consequens ipsum populum, nobilissimum 
fuisse sub coelo ? Aut quern in illo duplici concursu sanguinis a qualibet mundi 
parte in unum virum, praedestinatio divina latebit? 

1 I quote from the Oxford Dante. 
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In view of the distinction so clearly made in this chapter between the 
two types of nobility possessed by ^Eneas, and the extensive treatment 
of each, it seems to me evident that when Dante wrote the words 
" il chi e il quale " he had in mind the same distinction ; that by the 
words " il chi " he meant to suggest the nobility of ^Eneas by inheritance ; 
and that by the words " il quale " he meant to suggest the nobility of 
^Eneas in personal qualities. 

Just as " Palto effetto ch'uscir dovea di lui" refers to the descendants 
of ^Eneas, so "il chi" refers by implication to those from whom he 
derived inheritance, and " il quale " refers to the man himself. The two 
lines constitute another of Dante's swift surveys of past, present, and 
future. 

The phrase "il chi e il quale" thus affords a notable instance of 
Dante's habit of endowing common words with rich and specific meaning. 



